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CONCERNING A FORM OF DEGENERACY. 

I. 

THE CONDITION AND INCREASE OF THE FEEBLE-MINDED. 

The fact that degeneracy is the source of some of the most 
serious of the evils which afflict society, and that many of these 
evils are clearly preventible, has not, hitherto, received much 
public attention. It is true that a few among the more advanced 
students of penology have suggested that many of the habitual 
criminals, who display evil mental or physical traits which 
apparently cannot be corrected, are degenerates ; that, hence, 
they are unfit for free, social life, and should be debarred from 
pleasures and opportunities which they cannot or will not enjoy 
without injury to themselves and others ; and that they should, 
by all means, be prevented leaving offspring who would prob- 
ably inherit the evil tendencies of their parents. But the 
general public, even many educated and thoughtful citizens, do 
not know these facts, and look upon those who would apply the 
results of scientific reasoning to the control of the lives of even 
the lowest members of society as enthusiasts or worse. Yet a 
comparatively brief consideration of those whose needs or mis- 
deeds furnish philanthropists and penologists with their reason 
for existence, and give the tax assessor his chief claim upon our 
property, will convince a candid student that many of them may 
be clearly differentiated as degenerates ; that some of them are 
so far below the normal that their unhindered increase is a 
serious menace to the well-being of the race ; that their number 
tends to increase more rapidly than that of normal citizens, 
since they are infinitely less prudent ; that they cause an increas- 
ing drain upon the resources of the tax-payer ; and, most serious 
of all, that, unless the tendencies they disclose shall be checked 
or offset, the average standard of manhood and womanhood, 
both physical and mental, must inevitably be lowered. 

Unfortunately we have no trustworthy national statistics 
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regarding the increase or decrease of dependency, defectiveness, 
or other marked form of degeneracy. The increase, serious 
though it be, is not quite so alarming as would appear from the 
often quoted figures of the United States census, with the con- 
clusion drawn from their casual inspection by some students of 
sociology. 1 Until the census shall have been taken a number of 
times upon a uniform system and by trustworthy officers, who 
shall have been selected for competence alone, we shall be 
unable to prove by official figures some conclusions which other- 
wise seem certain. 

The object of the present and a succeeding paper is to set 
forth some facts regarding one of the most dangerous of the 
degenerate classes, to tell what measures have been taken in 
various states to remedy or avert the evils they threaten, and to 
suggest a possible and hopeful method with regard to them ; a 
method which, if it shall be successful, may possibly indicate 
for us a course to pursue with regard to other classes of degen- 
erates. 

There are few persons who do not exhibit some of the 
so-called stigmata of degeneracy. A desire to forestall criticism 
makes it needful to say here that only those who are so degen- 
erate as to be a source of marked danger to the community are 
the subjects of this essay. 

THE FEEBLE-MINDED. 

The phrase " feeble-minded," for some years past, and espe- 
cially in the United States, has been adopted as a useful generic 
term. Excluding insanity, it includes all other grades of mental 
defectiveness, from that of the hopeless and abject idiot, incapa- 
ble of any purposive action, up to the high-grade imbecile, who 
would be classed as normal but that he occasionally betrays his 
feebleness by conspicuously foolish errors of judgment, or lack 
of common sense, or weakness of will, or failure to comprehend 
common proprieties ; and the so-called moral imbecile who only 
shows mental abnormality by a total lack of moral perception. 

1 Census of 1850 showed 15,787 idiots, or 681 in each million of total population ; 
census of 1890, 95,609 idiots, or 1,527 in each million — a total increase of 505 per 
cent., or, per million, 124 per cent., in forty years. 
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Besides its usefulness as a generic term, the phrase " feeble- 
minded " is more acceptable to the relatives and friends of those 
so called than the terms idiot and imbecile. It meets the 
incessant public demand for euphemisms which shall seem to 
soften the harsh facts of existence. The term has been accepted 
by the legislatures of many states, and their institutions for the 
care of idiots and imbeciles are frequently designated " schools 
for feeble-minded youth." 1 

An elaborate definition of the difference between idiocy and 
insanity would occupy too much space for this essay. Briefly, 
idiocy is a condition of arrested psychical development. It may 
occur at any mental stage of infancy, childhood, or youth. It is 
often caused, or accompanied, by coarse brain-disease, but more 
frequently presents no discoverable, pathological evidence of its 
existence. It is, however, impossible to doubt that it is always 
the product of abnormal conditions of the brain or other nerve 
tissue, although we may not be able to recognize them under the 
microscope. 

To the average citizen the word idiocy denotes a condition 
by itself, unconnected with other abnormalities. Only within 
recent years have students begun to notice that the idiot is one 
of the many varieties of neuropathies. Recent studies have 
disclosed how intimate are the relations between these varieties 
and how extensive is the connection. 

Differing in externals and agreeing chiefly in that all are 
alike degenerates, we find in the neuropathic family 2 the insane, 
the epileptic, the hysterical, the paralytic, the imbecile and 
idiotic of various grades, the moral imbecile, the sexual per- 
vert, the kleptomaniac ; many, if not most, of the chronic inebri- 
ates ; many of the prostitutes, tramps, and minor criminals ; many 
habitual paupers, especially the ignorant and irresponsible 

1 It is worth noting, as soon as these " schools " are mentioned, that, although 
most of them began as schools proper, and discharged their pupils when of age, they 
are now becoming permanent asylums for the great majority of their inmates, and 
only hope to discharge to a life of free, self-directing activity a small minority of 
those they teach. Those most recently created — as, for instance, that of Wisconsin — 
have begun as asylums for permanent care, as well as training schools for the improv- 
ables, from the outset. 

2 See La famille neuropathique, by Dr. Charles Fere. 
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mothers of illegitimate children, so common in our poorhouses ; 
many of the shiftless poor, ever on the verge of pauperism and 
often stepping over into it ; some of the blind, some deaf-mutes, 
some consumptives. All these classes in varying degree, with 
others not mentioned, are related as being effects of the one 
cause — which itself is the summing up of many causes — degen- 
eracy. 

Carefully excepting those imbeciles and idiots whose defect 
has some traumatic origin, is the result of disease, or has some 
other accidental cause — and these are by no means few — we 
find that the idiots of various types with whom we have to deal 
in this paper not only sustain a general relation to the other 
classes enumerated above as degenerates, but very close relations 
of blood are often found between them and individuals of other 
types of degeneracy. They themselves often belong to two 
classes, as idiotic and paralytic, idiotic and mute, or epileptic, or 
hysterical. Especially close and frequent are the relations 
between idiocy, epilepsy, insanity, and paralysis, and between all 
these and tuberculosis. The classification of a mentally defective 
person as a terminal dement, or a low-grade idiot, is often impos- 
sible without knowing the history of the case. Hysteria and 
paranoia present some identical symptoms. Epilepsy may 
coexist with idiocy or result in insanity. The dividing line 
between imbecility and criminality is often indistinguishable. 
Several of these types frequently coexist in the same family, 
the hereditary taint taking one form or the other, as circum- 
stances may determine. 

Here are a number of instances taken from the records of 
one state school for the feeble-minded illustrating the class of 
relationships referred to above : 

A. and O. C . Brothers, middle-grade imbeciles. Father a feeble- 
minded drunkard. Mother said to be feeble-minded. The boys came from 
the poorhouse. 

E. B . Low-grade idiot girl. A mingled family history, on both 

parental sides, of insanity, epilepsy, consumption, neuralgia, scrofula, and 
deaf-mutism. 

L. T . A cretinoid, dwarf, mute idiot. One sister also cretinoid and 

mute, and one brother mute, but intelligent, who afterward died of consump- 
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tion, were inmates of the state school for the deaf. Her oldest brother, a 
laborer of the lowest class, has served a term in state's prison for incest. Her 
father was a habitual drinker, although not a drunkard. Her mother is an 
overworked, underfed woman of the lowest type of German immigrants, who, 
as well as an older sister, has somewhat cretinoid features. 

L. and L. N . Twin girls, low-grade imbeciles. One sister is an 

inmate of a hospital for insane. Their father was feeble-minded. They have 
two brothers, also twins, both of whom are left-handed. 1 

E. I . A high-grade imbecile girl, is dying of consumption. Her 

father, mother, and four sisters have died of the same disease. One other 
sister is also consumptive. 

J., J., J., and E. X . Three brothers and a sister, high- and middle- 
grade imbeciles. Their mother, who is feeble-minded, lives in a poorhouse 
with three younger children, the fruit of a second marriage. 

M., R., and A. D . Two brothers and a sister, high-grade imbeciles, 

have two first cousins, also high-grade imbeciles, in the same institution. This 
family has a mingled history of pauperism, imbecility, inebriety, and crime 
on both parental sides for several generations back. 

J. B . Middle-grade imbecile boy ; has a brother of low order of intel- 
lect, who is a habitual criminal. His mother and grandmother were feeble- 
minded. His mother had five illegitimate children, all born in the county 
poorhouse, concerning whose paternity nothing is known. 

K., S., and B. S . Two sisters and a brother, middle- and high-grade 

imbeciles, are the illegitimate offspring of an imbecile woman who has spent 
most of her life in the county poorhouse. She has twice been married, each 
time to a feeble-minded man, by whom she has had other children. Her 
father and grandmother are known to have been inmates of the same poor- 
house, the defective records of which omit other members of the family who 
are supposed to have been inmates also. Most of the family are feeble- 
minded ; all are either indoor or outdoor paupers. 

R. C . A high-grade idiot boy ; has one feeble-minded sister. One 

uncle on maternal and one on paternal side were feeble-minded. His father 
is a paralytic. His mother had a numerous family, most of whom died in 
infancy. He is a psychopathic sexual pervert. 

J., J., and E. C . Three brothers, middle- and high-grade imbeciles. 

Father was a weak-minded drunkard. One uncle was a low-grade idiot. 

G. C . A high-grade imbecile girl ; was the fruit of incestuous inter- 
course between her mother and her mother's grandfather. 

M. B . A high-grade imbecile ; epileptic and paralytic. Her mother 

died of consumption one week after the birth of M. 

B. I . A high-grade imbecile; epileptic and paralytic. Father very 

nervous. Several deaf-mute relatives. Two epileptic aunts. 

1 The proportion of left-handedness observed in pupils of institutions for feeble- 
minded is many times greater than in normal children. 
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L. B . A high-grade imbecile consumptive. Her mother was a pros- 
titute. Her grandmother died of consumption. L. has a mulatto half- 
brother, she being white. 

J. and M. D . Brother and sister, middle-grade imbeciles ; are 

hairless. One imbecile brother, also hairless, lives in a county poorhouse. 
Another brother and sister are also feeble-minded. 

J. and L. I . Brother and sister. Girl a high-grade imbecile of good 

disposition. Boy a typical moral imbecile, his special form of depravity 
being to wound the feelings of those who have been most kind to him, 
especially the lady teachers, for whom he plans ingenious and elaborately 
worked out schemes of outrage. Their mother was feeble-minded. 

K. D . High-grade imbecile ; a family history of consumption, ine- 
briety, and feeble-mindedness. 

R. D . High-grade imbecile. Her grandmother died of epilepsy. 

She has three aunts who are congenital deaf-mutes. 

J. and J. F . Brothers ; middle-grade imbeciles. Father and mother 

both died of consumption. 

R. G . High-grade idiot, mute, but hearing. His grandfather is 

insane. Three uncles are mute and insane. 

E. T . A low-grade epileptic, imbecile girl ; has the following among 

her relatives in the past two generations : Her grandfather, J. T., who was a 
patient in an insane hospital for twenty years, had six sons, uncles of E. Two 
were patients in the same hospital, one of whom committed suicide ; two other 
sons, not classed as insane, committed suicide, and one other committed mur- 
der. E. had a grand-uncle, also insane, who had a son who committed a 
very atrocious murder. 

F. and M. B . Brother and sister ; boy an epileptic, low-grade imbe- 
cile ; girl a middle-grade imbecile. Their mother is insane ; father and 
paternal grandfather were drunkards. 

M. L . A low-grade imbecile. Father a drunkard ; mother intem- 
perate and consumptive ; one sister a deaf-mute. 

S., L., and B. N . Two sisters and a hrother ; middle- and high-grade 

imbeciles. Their mother is insane ; father somewhat weak-minded. There 
are eight children in the family, not one of whom is quite sound in both mind 
and body. 

M. N . Low-grade imbecile. Father and mother both demented. 

One brother is feeble-minded. A pauper family. 

E. and J. P . High-grade imbecile brother and sister. Both parents 

were feeble-minded. Paternal grandfather feeble-minded and paralytic. 

J. Q . High-grade imbecile girl. Her mother was feeble-minded and 

cancerous. Her maternal grandmother feeble-minded, epileptic, and paralytic. 

M. R . Low-grade imbecile. On mother's side three uncles and two 

aunts died of consumption. On father's side a great-aunt was insane, an 
aunt eccentric, an uncle deaf-mute. 
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M. and E. X . Brother and sister. Boy high-grade idiot ; paralytic. 

Girl a moral imbecile. Father a congenital deaf-mute and a drunkard. 
Mother was a prostitute and female tramp. 

Such examples might be multiplied indefinitely. They are 
the commonplaces of the institutions for the feeble-minded. 

The cases above adduced illustrate the hereditariness of imbe- 
cility. Few who have had experience in dealing with this class 
of neuropathies doubt that their defects are chiefly due to that 
cause. The degree to which this is true has been noticed but 
recently, 1 and the induction is still too narrow for accurate con- 
clusions. Enough cases, however, have been observed to show 
that the defects classed under this head are probably more cer- 
tainly hereditary than any other traits, either mental or physical. 
It also seems true that those children of a feeble-minded parent 
who escape idiocy or imbecility will probably exhibit some other 
type of defectiveness, either bodily or mental, or both. 2 

The degree of heredity is, in some cases, clouded by the 
effects of infantile environment or pseudo-heredity, which are 
often similar to those of heredity proper. For sociological, if not 
for physiological, purposes, it may be permitted to class as heredi- 
tary influences those exerted on the child during infancy. The 
contact between mother and child during nursing is only less 
close than it was during pregnancy, and pre-natal influences, pro- 
ducing traits of character resembling acquired traits of the 
parent, are frequently, although perhaps inaccurately, classed as 
hereditary influences. Data on this subject are rare. Those we 
have point to the conclusion that infantile environment has little 
to do with feeble-mindedness, which is either sporadic, caused 
by accident, or truly hereditary. 

1 See " Feeble-mindedness as an Inheritance," by Ernest Bicknell, secretary of 
Indiana state board of charities, in Proceedings of Twenty-third National Conference 
of Charities and Correction, Grand Rapids, 1896. 

2 " Of all classes of degenerates none transmit their infirmities in greater degree 
than the imbeciles. When the ancestral stock is properly classed under this head, 
they must transmit in every case some form of degeneracy to offspring, the major- 
ity of whom are noticeably mentally feeble, while many are criminals, inebriates, or 
prostitutes." (From " Care of the Feeble-minded," by Dr. F. M. Powell, in Proceed- 
ings of Twenty-fourth National Conference of Charities and Correction, Toronto, 
1897.) 
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Recent tabulations of pauper records show, what might have 
been expected a priori, that the relations between that form of 
dependence and mental defectiveness are very close. 1 The 
result of hundreds of experiments with children of paupers is 
conclusive that the alleged hereditariness of pauperism is rather 
the result of infantile environment than a true taint of blood. 
From which we may safely conclude that, in the relation between 
pauperism and feeble-mindedness, the latter is the cause of the 
former, rather than vice versa. 

The feeble-minded and idiotic of the United States now 
number about one hundred thousand, 2 less than ten thousand 
of whom are under adequate care and guardianship, in the 
schools and asylums provided by the states, or in private institu- 
tions of the same kind. 3 Most of the other 90,000 are suffering 
various degrees of neglect. Some are in town or county poor- 
houses, or other unfit institutions, where a small per cent, are use- 
fully employed ; the others, at the best, are harmless ; most of 
them are mischievous. Some are in private homes, a burden 
almost heart-breaking where they are kindly cared for, suffering 
unspeakable cruelty and degradation where they are abused or 
neglected. Some are wandering about, debased and debasing. 
Few are in anything but unfit surroundings. Many are repro- 
ducing their kind, with little or no hindrance. Few poorhouses 
of the land are without one or more families of imbeciles among 
their inmates. Still more numerous are the cases of idiotic 



1 See " Feeble-mindedness as an Inheritance," by E. Bicknell, quoted above. 
3 The following figures from the United States census may be useful for reference : 
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3 There are about thirty-four such institutions now in this country, twenty- four 
supported by nineteen states, the remainder controlled by private enterprise and sup- 
ported by tuition payments. For recent statistics see "The Care of the Feeble- 
minded," by Dr. F. M. Powell, in Proceedings of the Twenty-fourth National Con- 
ference of Charities and Correction, Toronto, 1897. 
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women, the mothers of defective illegitimate children, often 
begotten as well as born in the poorhouse. Under present con- 
ditions few of these unhappy creatures will escape repeated 
motherhood until past the reproductive age. From these 90,000 
neglected or abused feeble-minded persons have come, or will 
come, most of the next generation of idiots, imbeciles, and 
epileptics, and a vast number of the prostitutes, tramps, petty 
criminals, and paupers. 

Of all the dangerous and defective classes this is the most 
defective, and the most dangerous to the commonwealth, the 
most to be pitied in themselves, and the most costly to the tax- 
payer. 

After what has been said above there would seem to be no 
need of argument to convince anyone who accepts these premises 
that the care and control of the feeble-minded should be under- 
taken by the state ; that the increase or the continuance of a 
class so defective, so injurious, and so certain to transmit its 
defects to posterity should be checked. 

The history of what the states have done and are doing, and 
a suggestion of what should now be done, will be the subjects of a 
subsequent paper. 

Alexander Johnson. 

Ft. Wayne, Ind. 



